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Far from Denmark
Sketches and Scenes from The United States of North America
By
Alex Felix

Translated from the Danish by
Louis Christensen1
The Presidential Election
On an earlier occasion, I have written that there is only one
political party in America, the only one possible in a republic: the
Democratic [in the original sense of the term, i.e. rule by the people].
It is a party that has many branches with the same political
viewpoints. Nevertheless, they differ from each other on several
points, which they defend in their various newspapers. They try to
promote their opinions, views, and political creeds with the public
through candidates whom they nominate for office in electionsfirst and foremost, the presidential election.
For me, politics have always been a cold deity, but it is
impossible to live in the United States without coming into contact
with politics in one way or another. However, I have not made a
close study of it. I confess, with many apologies, that there are a
thousand other things that interested me a whole lot more during
my stay in America-things that I could not even have gotten into
at all, were it not for the sensible and wise political system
expressed in the American Declaration of Independence more than
seventy years ago. This declaration was written with an openness
and pride of which the world has few examples by men who called
upon "the world's most exalted judges as witnesses to the purity of
their aims," and it has been followed by their descendants ever
since. The founders, in confidence of protection by divine
providence, pledged "their lives, their property, and their holy
honor," guaranteeing that they would never fail the words of this
document.
Long before the presidential election that took place in 1848, the
various political parties were extremely active. The Whigs had
nominated the victor of the Mexican War, General Zachary Taylor,
as their candidate. The Democrats chose General Lewis Cass, an
able statesman and former ambassador of the United States to the
French Court. The Free Soilers (a democratic party, the main
principle of which was the limitation of slavery and the prohibition
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of it in new territories) had nominated Van Buren, who had been
president a few years earlier [the eighth president, 1837-41]. "The
National Reformers," "The Land Reformers," "The Natives," and
several other parties in the same category had not succeeded in
putting up a candidate of their own and, therefore, had to cast their
votes for one of the other parties.

Democratic-Republican Party symbol
1790-called Democratic Party by 1848

Whig Party symbol from 1840

For months, the newspapers had been covering the presidential
election. The parties naturally emphasized and extolled the virtues
of their own candidates and did everything possible to disparage
those of their opponents. Every device was used in the contest.
The most private circumstances and family life of opponents were
scrutinized, if in this manner they could throw mud on his
candidacy. Defamatory writing and brochures filled with invective
and meanness toward all candidates were published. And a
foreigner who had not earlier attended a presidential election might
think that the three candidates for the highest position of honor in
America were the biggest scoundrels you could find. But it was not
enough that the press thus manipulated the masses. There were
many other methods of similar kind.
Mass meetings were
arranged. At these, the party leaders appeared before audiences of
a thousand or more, encouraged them to steadfastness, and
described the blessings would flow to the entire Union and its
people if their candidate was elected. On the whole, all available
means were used to manipulate the crowd. And every one of the
three parties already envisioned their candidate as the country's
next president.
Across the entire American nation, the same mood prevailed in
all big cities. Spokesmen for the three parties traveled from place to
place to recommend their candidates and besmirch those of the
other parties. In the big cities, canvas posters had been strung
across the main thoroughfares with the names of the presidential
and vice-presidential candidates in big letters. Every evening, there
were pompous meetings with resounding music and flags, and
37

banners were carried around with the names of the candidates in
gold and silver. In small towns, people gathered around flaming
tar pots and listened with cheers or jeers to the courageous fellow
citizens who made speeches and added their voices in the election
campaign.

James Polk, Democrat
Eleventh president, 1845-49

Zachary Taylor, Whig
Twelfth president, 1849-50

During the year in question [1848], James Polk was president.
Like a couple of his predecessors, he was a Democrat (in America
that is the party name in order to distinguish it from the Whigs and
the other democratic parties mentioned earlier), and it was probable
that the Whig candidate, General Taylor would be elected. Van
Buren' s party, the so-called Free Soilers, was in so small a minority
that they could not win. The struggle was thus only between the
Democrats and the Whigs, between adherents of Cass or Taylor. It
was a mighty conflict, to be sure. A Democrat was the current
president, and all government employees (60,000 persons) were
members of this party. They had enjoyed their positions for four
years-eight years for some of them-and no other country in the
world pays government employees as much as the United States.
If Taylor were elected and the Whigs came to power, all of
these 60,000 civil servants would lose their jobs (because the
president fills all government jobs), and their positions would be
taken over by people who belong to his party. But if Cass should be
elected, they had hopes of remaining in their positions for another
four years. This situation is one of the reasons that the presidential
election creates such a storm.
Whatever one thinks of this party struggle, one must admire
the composure with which Americans handle everything, once the
election is decided. The government employees will leave their
lucrative positions without demonstrations and protests but will
give way to their happy successors. They knew when they came in
that the entire pleasant situation might only last four years, and that
they would have to be prepared to resign without a pension if the
opposing party won. Before and during the election campaign,
38

however, they naturally fight tooth and nail for the election of a
candidate who shares their political views. If they are unsuccessful,
they will have to return to their earlier occupations, perhaps hoping
that they might get another tour of duty in four years.

Tammany Hall illuminated for the election of 1844

On the evening before the election on the seventh of November,
the streets and alleys were unusually lively. [In New York,] old
Tammany Hall, the Democratic headquarters, and Broadway
House, the gathering place for the Whigs, were brightly
illuminated. Speeches were made, there was drinking in the bars,
and bets were made on either Cass or Taylor. These were not just
small bets, either. Some estimate that millions changed hands in
bets on presidential candidates. And all of New York was alive
with people, from the most fashionable places to Five Points [a
center of vice where three streets met]. Almost everyone had a
glass in hand and was half drunk if not worse. They pounded the
tables and shouted at each other, cursed, and drank toasts to their
candidates. They defended their party as the only one worthy of a
vote and belittled the other candidates. They wagered ten to one
that this one or that candidate would win. They tripped over each
other's feet and finally staggered out the door to continue their
political running berserk, somewhere else a few steps away. There
were a lot of bloodied noses and foreheads as the night progressed.
Supporters of different political parties began to "talk politics" as
soon as they met in the streets.
Now, election day dawns. It is a cold but lovely day. In all
precincts of the city, election urns have been placed for citizens to
cast their ballots, and ward volunteers go to great lengths to get the
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Irish and Germans, as well as native-born citizens from the lower
classes, to vote for their candidate. (The foreign-born have to be
American citizens, or else they cannot vote in the election. You can
get two or three years in jail if you try to vote illegally). Neither
money nor strong liquor is spared as means of persuasion, and
many New Yorkers have a hard time resisting either one. Voting
takes place from sunrise till sundown on the same day throughout
the whole country. As the day progresses, excitement grows. It
often happens that an election urn is tipped over in all the
excitement, and then, the police quickly step in to arrest the
troublemakers.
The liveliest activity is in the entertainment spots. All the bars
are besieged by masses of people, and bets top each other as fast as
the glasses are emptied. The bartenders are stakeholders, and the
winners must naturally buy drinks the following day. As the clock
approaches ten or eleven at night, it is interesting to walk around
and observe the spectacle.
Until the last moment, the Democrats and Whigs had
confidence in their chosen candidates. Not till they learned that the
preliminary count showed a majority for Taylor in most New York
precincts did the enthusiasm of the Democrats start to cool off. But
that lasted only a moment, because New York alone could, of
course, not decide the outcome. They hoped that Ohio, the entire
South, and perhaps Pennsylvania would vote for Cass. Then
everything would be fine for the Democrats, and victory would be
theirs.
Tammany Hall was filled to the rafters. One speaker followed
another, to the applause, laughter, and grunts of the audience.
They were treated to all of the comments about freedom that
invariably follow political demonstrations in a republic. And all the
time, reports kept arriving about the results of ballot counts in the
remaining precincts. "The Third Precinct has voted for Taylor,"
came the announcement. A moment of silence spread over the
great hall, because that precinct had always belonged to the
Democrats, and no one had ever doubted that Cass would win big
there.
Now, it was decided! New York City has voted for a Whig for
president, and it looks like most counties in the state of New York
have done the same. Soon, it became clear that that was precisely
what had happened. Before the clock struck midnight, messages
arrived by telegraph from most counties in the states of New York
and New Jersey. Taylor was elected with a big majority in these
states, but he was not president yet.
The hopes of the Democrats fell, but they did not give up yet.
Then a new telegram arrived from Philadelphia, and two minutes
later, from Boston- the Whigs were also victorious in those cities,
which meant that the Whigs could also count on victories in
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Massachusetts and Pennsylvania. That was a hard blow for the
Democrats. Their most powerful speaker and leader now ascended
the rostrum. His words were like fire, his opinions so extreme that
only a sense of complete defeat could have shaped them, and his
gestures were so violent that it looked like he had lost his mind.
With bitter indignation, he attempted to impugn the most
disgraceful motives to the Whigs. With passionate ardor, he
predicted that the Union would perish and that the proud republic
would be crushed and spread like chaff to the wind if this
"bloodhound," "this butcher of human beings," this "vile sinner,"
General Zachary Taylor, was elected president! Suddenly, the
speaker stopped ranting. He had received a new telegram: the
capital of Ohio, Cincinnati, had elected Taylor with a large majority.
After announcing this result, the speaker immediately left the
podium. He downed a large glass of cognac at the bar and hurried
home. It was rumored that the defeat of the Democrats had cost
him $20,000 in bets.
Then a drunken man ascended the podium and tried to start a
speech. There was hissing, whistling, and yelling, and the fellow
got down as quickly as he had come up. There was chaos
everywhere. Everybody shouted at once, and there were constantly
hurrahs for Cass and grunts of disgust for Taylor.
Suddenly, the gaslights went out-and so did the hopes of the
Democrats of winning the presidential election. The telegraph had
brought messages from many other cities, and in most of them, the
Whigs had won the majority of votes. A while later, Tammany Hall
went dark and ·w as deserted. Only at the bar, a few Democrats,
under the influence of alcohol and wild imaginations, still insisted
that Cass would surely become president, despite all signs to the
contrary.
In the Whig headquarters at Broadway House, there was joy
and celebration. Tar torches and tar pots were burning all around
the building. The cheers came at short intervals from the crowd of
gathered there, and the celebration continued far into the night.
Many days went by, however, until the final results were
tabulated, for distances are great in the United States. At that time,
the electrical telegraph had not yet spun its network so tightly over
the whole country as it has today. But because the largest states
voted for Taylor (and that was already known on election night), it
mattered less if the western or southern states went for Cass.
The election of 1848 was a triumph for the Whigs and "Old
Zach" (Americans always give nicknames to their favorites), and
General Zachary Taylor had been elected president for the next four
years.
My Nordic readers undoubtedly know that this honorable and
highly esteemed man died in Washington in 1850. Vice-President
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Millard Fillmore has now assumed the post of president of the
United States.
Postscript

The election of November 1848 installed Zachary Taylor as the twelfth
president of the United States. A total of 1,361,393 votes were cast for
Taylor's Whig party, 1,223,460 for Cass and his Democrats, and 291,501
for Martin van Buren and the Free Soil party. The total votes cast for all
parties corresponded to thirteen percent of the country's estimated total
population of 21,475,000. By comparison, in the election of 2000, the votes
cast for president corresponded to thirty-seven percent of the country's
total population.
A century and a half has gone by since the mid-nineteenth century
election, but the vivid, in-depth observations of an alert and involved
Danish visitor to United States still make history come alive and prompt
contemporary readers to compare the processes then and now. It is natural
to look for similarities and differences, the influence of evolving
technology, changes in the involvement of the people, the role of the media.
Through it all goes the thread of the idealism of the lofty statements and
the realism of the rough and tumble diversity of opinions. Many of these
factors have changed but little.
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